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Dear Reader,

 

On a spring day in 1612, a mill owner called Richard Baldwin, in the Pendle Forest of Lancashire chased two local women off his land, calling them ‘witches and whores’, threatening to ‘burn the one and hang the other’, and, in doing so, set in motion events that led to the imprisonment, trial and execution of nine women on the charge of murder by witchcraft: the infamous Pendle Witch Trials. 

Legend has it that female children born in the shadow of Pendle Hill are baptised twice. First, in church, as is customary. And then again, in a dark pool at the foot of the hill, where they are pledged to the service of another master entirely. These girls spend their lives coming to terms with their unusual heritage, because to be a woman of Pendle is both a blessing and a curse.  

As far as I know, I have only been baptised once, but I am a woman of Pendle. The women who were hanged for witchcraft in 1612 could have been my great-great-aunts or my ancestral grandmothers. And from my earliest days I’ve known that, had I been born in such a time of misogyny and superstition, I might well have been marked out a witch. 

Because I have always been different – the slightly weird girl at the back of the class, who didn’t fly with the wind, or follow the beaten path – so, I have always been intrigued by what makes some women into witches.

The north of England, my homeland, is a dark place. It is the place where, for hundreds of years, dissidents have fled and outlaws have thrived. Shortly before I was born, Ian Brady and Myra Hindley preyed upon the children of the north. As a young woman, my freedom was severely curtailed by the reign of the Yorkshire Ripper. Mary Ann Cotton, Harold Shipman, Peter Dinsdale, Donald Neilson, were all killers of the north. I am often asked why I write the sort of books I do. Maybe that’s why. 

But there is one book that I have always wanted to write. The book about me, and women like me. Women of the north who stand out from the crowd and who are punished by that same crowd for daring to be different. I have always wanted to write a book about witches. Specifically, how women become witches. Do they make that choice themselves, or is it made for them? I used to think the latter, that it is societies that create witches. Now, after several years of research, I’m not so sure. I no longer dismiss the idea of witchcraft. Now, I think we all have powers within us. And some of us have learned to use them. 

The Craftsman is the story of women, and witches. Of the children we love and must protect. And of the men who fear us. 

I do hope you enjoy it. 

 

Sharon Bolton 
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Part One

‘I have supped full with horrors.’

Macbeth, William Shakespeare





 

1

Tuesday, 10 August 1999

On the hottest day of the year, Larry Glassbrook has come home to his native Lancashire for the last time, and the townsfolk have turned out to say goodbye. 

Not in a friendly way. 

It might be just fancy on my part but the crowd outside the church seems to have grown during the brief, chill funeral service, swelling the numbers that arrived early to claim a good spot, the way people do before a big parade. 

Everywhere I look, people stand among headstones, flank the perimeter wall and line the footpaths like some ghastly guard of honour. As we follow the coffin out into sunshine bright enough to cauterise wounds, they watch us, without moving or speaking. 

The press are here in force, in spite of the date being kept secret for as long as possible. Uniformed police hold them back, keeping the paths and the porch clear, but the photographers have brought stepladders and huge telescopic lenses. The rounded, fluffy microphones of the news presenters look powerful enough to pick up the scampering of church mice. 

I keep my eyes down, push my sunglasses a little higher on my nose, although I know I look very different now. Thirty years is a long time. 

A few yards ahead of me, beads of moisture swell and burst on the necks of the pallbearers. These men leave a trail behind them, a smell of aftershave and beer-infused sweat, of suits that aren’t dry-cleaned quite often enough. 

Standards have slipped since Larry’s day. The men who worked for Glassbrook & Greenwood Funeral Directors wore suits as black as newly mined coal. Their shoes and hair gleamed, and they shaved so close as to leave raw, rash-scarred skin behind. Larry’s men carried the caskets reverently, like the works of art they were. Larry would never have permitted the cheap laminate coffin I can see in front of me. 

Knowing that his own funeral fell short of the standards he’d insisted upon could have been a bitter disappointment to Larry. On the other hand, he might have laughed, loudly and cruelly, the way he did sometimes, when you least expected it, when it was most unnerving. And then he might have run his fingers through his black hair, winked suggestively and resumed dancing to the Elvis Presley tracks that seemed constantly to be playing in his workshop. 

After all this time, even thinking about Elvis Presley’s music sets my heart racing. 

The cheap coffin and its bearers turn like a giant crawling insect and leave the path. As we head south towards the Glassbrook family plot, the heat on our faces is as intense and searching as limelight in a down-at-heel musical hall. In Lancashire, this high on the moors, hot days are scarce, but the sun today seems determined to give Larry a foretaste of the temperatures waiting for him in his next place of confinement. 

I wonder what words his headstone might carry: Loving husband, devoted father, merciless killer. 

As his last minutes above ground tick away, the crowd seems to press forward and hang back simultaneously, like a confused tide that can’t quite remember whether it is ebbing or flowing. 

Then, out of the corner of my eye, half hidden behind the rim of my sunglasses, I spot the teenagers. A boy and two girls, small, skinny, dressed in garishly coloured polyester. The eyes of the adults flick around the churchyard, resentfully at the mourners, nervously at the police, curiously at the media. The teenagers watch only the chief mourner, the woman who walks immediately behind the vicar, directly in front of me. 

She’s beautiful in a way that no one would have predicted when she was fifteen. Her hair has become honey-blonde, and her body has filled out. No longer does she resemble a carnival puppet, its head too big for its spindly stick body. Eyes that used to stare like those of a startled bushbaby from a TV wildlife programme are now the right size for her face. The black dress she wears has the crisp texture and clarity of colour of a brand-new purchase. 

A muttered whisper suggests the watchers are following. The woman in the new black dress turns her head. I can’t help but copy her and see that the three teenagers are coming too. 

At the sight of them, the wound on my left hand begins to hurt. I tuck it into my right armpit, using my upper arm to bring gentle pressure against the pain. It helps, a bit, but I can feel sweat trickling down between my shoulder blades. The vicar is no more relaxed than I am. His handkerchief is out, rubbing the back of his neck and dabbing at his forehead, but he begins the burial prayers with the air of a man who knows the end is in sight. At the appointed time, the pallbearers lessen the tension on the ropes they hold and the coffin wobbles lower until we no longer see it. 

That’s when it hits us. I see my own thought reflected in the eyes of those around me, and a whisper of troubled energy ripples through the crowd. 

‘Better than you deserve, you bastard,’ calls a voice from the back. 

This is exactly what Larry did to his young victims. He lowered them into the ground. Only they weren’t dead. 

One of the teenagers, the youngest, has wandered away from his friends and is half hiding behind a headstone. He peers out at me with a sly curiosity. Stephen, the name comes to me quickly. The skinny kid in the blue shirt is Stephen. 

A slick, sweating pallbearer is offering me earth and so I take a handful and approach the grave. There are no flowers on the coffin lid, nor were there any in church. I don’t remember ever seeing a church without them before and I have a sudden vision of the women of the parish coming solemnly and silently into the building last night to remove them, because this is not an occasion for flowers. 

Close to the church wall, barely visible behind the crowd, is the man who was the sexton in the old days. He is dressed in a black suit now. He doesn’t look up, and I don’t think my old friend has seen me. 

I let the earth fall, conscious that, behind me, it is being offered to the other mourners, who are politely shaking their heads. Taking it was the wrong thing to do, then. The thing that has made me stand out. Again. 

The prayers are complete. ‘Judge not,’ ad-libs the vicar, suddenly brave, ‘that ye be not judged.’ He bows to no one in particular and scurries off. 

The pallbearers fade into the background. I step back too and the woman with honey-blonde hair is alone at the grave. 

Not for long. The watchers are egging each other on to become participants. Slowly the mass creeps forward. The teenagers, too, are drawing closer, although they are harder to see than the adults in the bright sunshine. 

The watchers come to a standstill. The woman in black looks at them directly, but none will meet her eyes. Then a woman of sixty-something steps forward, until her sandalled feet, toenails grimy with dust, stand on the very edge of the grave. I know this woman. Years ago, she confronted me, when misery and anger got the better of all her decent instincts. I remember her fat finger jabbing at my face, the bitterness of her breath as she leaned in and stabbed me with her threats and accusations. Her name is Duxbury; she is the mother of Larry’s first victim, Susan. 

Standing on the edge of Larry’s grave, she sucks in breath, leans forward and spits. It is possibly the first time in her life that she has done so. The spittle is thin, dribbling. If it makes a sound as it hits the wood, I don’t hear it. The next to approach the grave is more practised. A huge, bull-necked, bald-headed man, probably younger than the creases in his skin suggest. He hawks and then phlegm, solid as congealing paint, smacks onto the coffin. One by one the others follow, until the coffin beneath them must be spattered with spittle flowers. 

The last of them to approach the graveside is an elderly man, thin and dark-skinned, eyes like stones. He looks round. 

‘Nowt personal, lass,’ he says to the woman in the black dress, as I try to imagine anything more personal than spitting on a grave. ‘We never blamed you.’ Bow-legged, arthritic, he moves away. 

For a minute, maybe more, the woman in the black dress is motionless, staring at something in the middle distance. Then, without looking back, she crosses the grass towards the path, perhaps bracing herself to run the gauntlet of reporters and photographers. They have kept their distance during the service, but they didn’t come here for nothing and they won’t leave without something. 

I follow in her wake, but a sound grabs my attention and I stop. Behind me, at the graveside, I hear the teenagers making high-pitched, sucking noises as they try to copy the adults and spit on Larry’s coffin. I suppose they have more excuse than most, but what they are doing seems feeble, and beneath them. I think I might speak to them, tell them it must surely be time to move on, but when I look back, they are nowhere to be seen. Those three kids haven’t walked the earth in thirty years and yet I can’t help but feel that the woman in the black dress has seen their ghosts too.
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I have no means of knowing exactly what Patricia Wood suffered in the hours following her disappearance. I suppose I should consider that a blessing. 

After we found her, everyone said they couldn’t bear to think about it, that it was too terrible even to imagine, that one really shouldn’t dwell on such things. 

If only I could help myself. Imagination is a valuable tool, vital for any detective worth his or her salt. It’s also the heaviest cross we bear. 

And so I imagine that Patsy regained consciousness slowly, and that her first lucid thought was that she was struggling to breathe. The fabric that covered her face was satin, light in weight, but in a confined space full of stale air it must have felt stifling. 

There would have been an evil taste in her mouth, partly the result of not drinking for several hours. Disorientation would have been the worst of it, though, in those first few minutes, without a  clue where she was or how she got there. Any memories she could dredge up would have been half formed, a mass of random pictures and snatches of dialogue. She would have tried opening her eyes, closing them, opening them again and found no difference at all. 

I think at this point she would have tried to move. To push herself to a sitting position. That’s when panic would really have set in, when she realised that she was entirely boxed in. 

It was worse than that, of course. Patsy was deep in the ground. Buried alive.
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One or two of the older reporters stare as I leave, their eyes narrowing as they search their memories. I made the right decision not wearing uniform today. Given time, they’ll place me, but I don’t give them time. I push my way out through the gate and head up the hill towards my car. In any event, they are far more interested in the woman in the stylish black dress with the honey-blonde hair. She needs a police escort to get through the crowd, and I catch a glimpse of her as the waiting car pulls away. She looks at me from the passenger seat. In church, she’d given no sign of even knowing I was there. I assumed she’d forgotten me, that to her I was just another curious bystander. That glance through the darkened glass tells me she remembers me perfectly. 

I chose to lodge with the Glassbrooks rather than in any of the other boarding houses on offer when I moved to Sabden because I sensed an eccentricity in the family that appealed to me. They were different, somehow, to most of the people I met in town. I thought of them as colourful, exotic birds, surrounded by a flock of small, noisy, dust-covered house sparrows. After just a couple of weeks in Lancashire, I was acutely conscious of how very different I seemed to the people around me. I was looking for birds of a feather, I suppose. Not my only mistake, in this town. 

They lived on the outskirts of Sabden, in a large detached house. The narrow gravel drive is choked with weeds now, and dandelion seeds come drifting towards me like an airborne army. Moss covers the low stone wall that holds back the banked garden, and the grass between the fruit trees hasn’t been cut in months, maybe years. It is a tiny meadow now. The white clusters of cow parsley reach almost to the low branches of neglected fruit trees, where plums, already rotten, are abuzz with wasps. There are hundreds of apples on the trees, but the fruit is tiny and worm-ridden. A mush at the foot of each suggests that, for years, successive crops have fallen and rotted. 

I round the only bend in the drive and see the house. A stone mansion, built for a factory manager or wool merchant at the turn of the twentieth century. Paint has peeled away from the front door, and the huge bay window is dirty and cracked in places. That room was the lodgers’ sitting room, where I spent my evenings when I could no longer reasonably stay at work and my room felt too lonely. The two other lodgers were men. Another police constable, called Randall (known as Randy) Butterworth, and a quiet, plump man in his forties called Ron Pickles, who worked with Larry at the funeral business. They and I talked sometimes, occasionally played cards, but mainly we stared at the grainy, dancing screen of a twelve-inch, black-and-white television. There was talk that the family, in the bigger parlour which overlooked the rear garden, had a colour TV, but this remained a rumour. 

The tiny television set is still there. So are the PVC-covered armchairs that felt slick and sticky in summer, too cold for comfort in winter. Barring broken light bulbs littering the carpet, the damp stains on the walls and the dirt on the windows, the lodgers’ sitting room is exactly as I remember it. 

I follow the path to the rear, keeping my eyes fixed on the walls and windows of the house. The curtains are drawn on the family parlour, but I have no real memories of that room anyway. I was never invited in. The back door is open. 

I step up and peer into the room they called the back kitchen. It’s small, with a huge stone sink and stained wooden worktops. Wall-mounted shelves hold dust-covered crockery, dull glassware and huge copper pans. My own mother would have called this a butler’s pantry, but the word ‘butler’ wasn’t part of the lexicon of the people of Sabden back in 1969. 

‘Hello?’ I say. 

No one answers. A painful twinge shoots from my left hand towards my elbow as I step inside. A door opposite would take me into the bigger kitchen, where Sally cooked meals for her family and her lodgers. Her lotions and potions, as Larry called them, were made in this room, stored in a walk-in cupboard by the back door. She had a gas cooker, old back in 1969, to boil up herbs and roots. It’s still here. 

I hear a low-pitched buzzing sound behind me and turn to see that bees have found their way inside somehow. In but not out again, because over a dozen tiny black-and-orange corpses litter the windowsill. Sally kept bees. There were four hives at the bottom of the garden, and during the spring and early summer that I lived here, she’d often go out to feed or inspect them, wrapped up in her heavy white veil and thick gloves. On warm days, she’d sit and watch the predictable trajectory of the worker bees as they zoomed out of the hives heading for blossom. 

She had a habit, one I found curious but charming, of making sure the bees were kept informed of any important news in the family. When Cassie, her elder daughter, won a music scholarship, she was sent straight outside to tell the bees. The news of the death of Larry’s aunt was told to the bees before some of the family were informed. Calamity would fall on the house, Sally told me, if the bees were kept in the dark. 

‘Can I help you?’ someone says, in a tone that suggests helping me is the last thing on her mind, and I turn to see a stout, grey-haired woman in her seventies standing in the doorway. I fish in my bag and find my Met warrant card. I have no authority in Lancashire, but I doubt she’ll know that. 

‘Assistant Commissioner Florence Lovelady,’ I tell her. ‘I was looking for the family.’ 

‘Haven’t lived here for years,’ she says, with her habitual note of triumph when giving bad news. 

I know who this woman is. Sally had a ‘woman that does’ who came in every day to help with the cooking and cleaning. This woman served me breakfast and dinner six days a week for five months and every two weeks brought a clean set of nylon sheets to my room. She never knocked before entering, just announced, ‘Sheets,’ before dumping them on the bed. I was always expected to change my own bed, but I’m pretty certain she did the job for the men who lodged here. She was the kind of woman happy to wait on men but considered it beneath her to do the same for a woman, especially one younger than herself. In the late 1960s, the worst sex discrimination I had to deal with always came from other women. 

I let my gaze move around the dusty surfaces, glance over the dead insects and say, ‘I’m surprised they haven’t sold it.’ 

‘The girls wanted to. It was Sally who hung on.’ 

‘You’re Mary, aren’t you? I lived here. In 1969.’ I don’t add, ‘Back when it happened.’ It hardly feels necessary. 

She squints at me. 

‘The family called me Flossie,’ I say reluctantly. ‘My hair was different then. A much brighter shade of red.’ 

‘Ginger,’ she says. ‘Colour of carrots.’ 

‘How are you, Mary?’ I ask her.

‘You were covered in freckles.’ She takes a step closer, as if to check whether I still have them. I do, although they’ve faded over time. ‘You went bright red when someone showed you up.’

‘Where is Sally, do you know?’ I ask. ‘Is she still alive?’ 

‘Northdean Nursing Home at Barley,’ she tells me. ‘She won’t speak to you.’ 

I still have my warrant card in my hand. ‘Do you mind if I look around?’ I ask her. 

‘Suit yourself,’ she tells me. ‘I need spuds. Then I’m locking up.’ 

She leaves me, heading towards the vegetable garden, and I walk further into the house. I don’t open the door of the parlour – old habits die hard – and have no interest in the lodgers’ sitting room, so instead I walk along the high-ceilinged corridor until I’m almost at the front door, then turn and climb the stairs. My room was the smallest of those given to the lodgers, at the back of the house, overlooking the Hill. 

The door sticks and for a moment I’m tempted to see it as a sign that there is nothing to be gained from dredging up old memories. But my stubborn streak always won out against my better instinct and I push hard. 

The lilac-and-blue crocheted bedspread that I hated is still here, but its colour has faded from years of being exposed to sunlight. The narrow bed under the window is made up, and I wouldn’t be surprised if those are the sheets I slept on all those years ago, that if we were to employ the forensic techniques that weren’t available to us in the 1960s, a trace of me could still be found. After all, who else would have lodged here after what happened? The door on the narrow wardrobe is hanging open. One of the drawers in the chest by the bed isn’t properly closed and I spot a plastic hairbrush in it that might have been mine once. It is as though no one has been in this room since I left it in a hurry. Randy and I weren’t allowed back after Larry Glassbrook’s arrest. Our things were collected by other officers and I spent the rest of my time in Lancashire in a hostel on the other side of town. 

The three police posters that I taped to the wall are still here. 

Missing, reads the first. Have you see Stephen Shorrock? Missing, says the second. Have you seen Susan Duxbury? Missing, again, on the third. Help us find Patsy. I taped the posters directly opposite my bed, in spite of Mary’s grumbles that they were morbid and would damage the woodchip wallpaper. They were the first things I saw when I woke up each morning, the last at night. 

As I’d approached the house, I’d avoided looking at Larry’s workshop, a one-storey brick building a short distance from the back door, but I can’t avoid it now. Its flat roof is directly in front of my window. 

I reach out and touch the wall for balance, take a deep breath although the air in here is stale and warm. 

The workshop is where Larry spent most of his time, where he played his music – no, I do not want those songs in my head – and where he made the coffins and caskets that held the remains of Sabden’s dead. 

And a few of its very unlucky living. 





 

4

The words ‘coffin’ and ‘casket’ are used interchangeably, but the two are quite different. A coffin is a six- or eight-sided box that follows the contours of the body: narrow at the head, widening at the shoulders, tapering in again towards the feet. Think Dracula, rising. A casket is bigger, rectangular, usually with a large, curved lid. 

Larry Glassbrook made both, but hardwood caskets were his passion. I lodged with his family for five months in 1969 and once – when he was bored, I think – he invited me into his workshop. He played music as he worked – Elvis Presley, almost certainly – and broke off from time to time to roll his hips or slick back his dark hair. Larry was a handsome man and he made the most of his resemblance to the King of Rock. He was rarely short of female attention but, to be honest, I found him a bit creepy. There was no doubting his skill, though. 

He started with the lid, gluing and pressing together long slats of oak in a rounded vice. He used joint fasteners, a sort of heavy-duty staple, to make sure they couldn’t move. The box was made in a similar fashion, glued, fastened and joisted to give it strength. Larry liked to boast that his caskets could carry men weighing 300 pounds or more. The lid was fastened to the box with four metal hinges and sixteen screws. 

No one was getting out of a Larry Glassbrook casket once they were shut inside. In fairness, very few people tried.

Coffins and caskets weren’t hermetically sealed in those days. If they had been, Patsy Wood might have died before she ever regained consciousness. Larry’s caskets were closed using a method he invented himself. Immediately below the rim of the lid, directly opposite the outer hinges, were two locking mechanisms hidden beneath decorative trims. When the latch was turned, a small metal strip on the inside of the coffin, concealed behind the fabric lining, slid into place and prevented the lid from being dislodged during interment, or by any clumsy handling. If Patsy had known where to feel, if she’d managed to tear away the satin lining, she might have been able to unlock the casket.

She’d still have needed to deal with the ton of earth above it. 

She didn’t find the locks. We know that. But I can still imagine her reaching frantically around the tiny space she found herself in. I think she’d have screamed then, her voice loud and scared, but angry too. At fourteen, we don’t imagine anything really dreadful can happen to us. At that point, she would have thought she was the victim of a practical joke, horrible but temporary. If she yelled loudly and long enough, they’d get her out of here, wherever ‘here’ was. 

She would have called out the names of those she could last remember, the people she’d been with before it happened. One of the things I wonder, when I think about Patsy’s time in the casket, is how quickly she stopped shouting for her friends and began to call for her mother.

I’d put it at less than thirty minutes after she came round, but I imagine time goes slowly when you’re trapped beneath the earth. 

Caskets are bigger than coffins. She’d have been able to reach up, feel the smooth, pleated satin inches above her head. I think at that point she would have known what contained her. She knew the Glassbrook family. She knew what Larry Glassbrook did for a living. She’d probably been invited into his workshop, or sneaked in with her friends, to see the wooden boxes in various stages of readiness. She’d have known then that she was trapped in a casket, although she’d probably have called it a coffin. 

I imagine her falling silent, believing her mates (because of course it was her mates – who else would play such a trick on her?) were just outside the casket, listening to her screams. Patsy would have forced herself to be quiet, thinking they’d be quicker to let her out if they thought she might be in real trouble. Maybe she even gave a gasp or two, as though she were struggling for air. 

When that didn’t work, because it couldn’t work – her friends were nowhere near – I think she’d have screamed again, long, loud and hard this time. I have no idea how long a person can scream before it becomes impossible to go on. I hope I never find out. But at some point, maybe when she’d been conscious for about an hour, Patsy would have fallen silent, if only for a time. 

The exertion would have exhausted her. She’d have been panting. Hot. Sweating. It would have occurred to her that air was probably in short supply. I think this is when she would have begun to plan, to think of any possible ways of getting herself out. She’d have started, tentatively and as calmly as she could, to explore her surroundings. And then she’d have discovered something even more terrifying than that she was trapped in a coffin. 

She wasn’t alone. 
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The sight of Larry’s workshop has hit me hard. I sit on the bed to get my breath, positioning myself so that I can’t see it and am looking instead at the Hill. Of all the rooms in the house, this one has the best view of it. 

The Hill is unchanged, of course. I doubt it ever will change. In the sunshine, in August, it has a wild beauty that might almost make you forget its terrible history, the merciless persecution of helpless women that happened here. The grasses have turned golden, and the heather is blooming all the way up the south face. The bare rocks gleam like jewels in the bright light. It is a huge plateau-topped mass of limestone and clay that has given rise to a thousand legends, all of them dark. It soars above this small town, throwing its shadow over the lives of the people who live at its foot. 

This is Pendle. Witch country. 

High above the Hill, almost invisible in the cloudless cornflower-blue sky, is the curved outline of a waning moon. In a few more hours it will disappear altogether, before starting to wax again. Long ago, I gave up trying to shake off this constant awareness of the phases of the moon and doubt I ever will now. Every night before I go to bed, I look for the moon. I draw my curtains a little tighter when it is full, and when it’s at its darkest, at the end of the waning phase, I know I’ll struggle to sleep. 

The children were taken during the dark phase of the moon. 

I hear a sudden burst of humming, followed by the buffeting of a tiny body against a hard surface. On the window ledge among a scattering of bee carcasses is one desperate to be free. As I reach for the window catch, I avoid looking down at the workshop and see instead the hives at the bottom of the garden. 

The last time I saw Larry, he was dying. He sat across from me in the visiting room, coughing repeatedly into a bloodstained handkerchief. Almost seventy, he looked years older. His hair, still thick and slightly too long, had turned snow white, while his face was shrunken, lined and, deep within each wrinkle, there seemed to be a narrow line of prison filth. Long-term prisoners never look clean. His nose had been broken more than once, and an injury to just above his right eye had left his brow in a coarse and puckered zigzag. 

‘You never ask me anything, Florence,’ he said, as his shaking hands reached for another of the cigarettes that were killing him. ‘Why is that?’ 

‘I do. All the time.’ I tried not to stare at his twisted, arthritic hands. Those hands had once been so clever; now, they could barely hold the cigarette steady. 

He curled his lip, Elvis style, an affected habit he’d never lost. ‘Stuff about Sally and the girls, about how I am and whether I need anything. I don’t mean that.’ He leaned a little closer towards me. ‘I mean about before. You never ask me anything about that.’ 

In all the years I visited Larry, I made a point of never talking about the case. I knew all about the power play that went on between convicted killers and their arresting officers, about how a need for information could turn even the smartest officer into an emotional hostage, craving closure he or she was never going to get. There were many gaps in our knowledge of the Glassbrook case, but I could live with that. I wasn’t going to beg. 

‘So I’m wondering’ – he had a sly smile on his lips as he ignored my silence – ‘whether it’s because you’ve been afraid to learn the truth.’ 

I faked a heavy sigh. ‘Is there something you want to tell me, Larry?’ 

He seemed to think for a moment although, knowing Larry quite well by this time, I could tell when the thinking was real and when it was staged. Finally, he shook his head. ‘Nah,’ he said. ‘I told it to the bees.’ 

Something shifts in the house, an old beam, maybe a floorboard, and in my nervous state the abrupt noise sounds like a footstep on the stairs. I spin round, dreading the sight of a small procession of dead teenagers coming up the stairs towards me, maybe even Larry himself. The staircase is empty, of course. 

I’ve spent the better part of thirty years trying to come to terms with my ‘ghosts’. I know they’re not really there. I don’t believe that the dead stay with us, or that we ever genuinely see them again after they’ve passed. Sometimes, though, I imagine myself having double vision, looking out at two worlds: the one I know to be real, seen by everyone else, and the other, created from the dark places in my own brain. 

In the world of my damaged imagination, ghosts are my constant friends. 

Needing to get out of this grim house now, I practically run down the stairs. There is no sign of Mary, so I step out into the garden. She’s still out of sight. I should tell her I’m leaving, so I skirt round the workshop towards where I remember the vegetable patch to be. I don’t find her, but I realise I’m close to the hives. 

Tell it to the bees.

A silly idea. Bees don’t stay in neglected hives. The four rotting, wooden constructs will have been abandoned years ago. And yet I’m in the mood for rituals, for closure – why else did I come here? – and so I approach warily, the way I always used to, even though the chances of the guard bees rising to ward off an attack are non-existent. 

Nothing happens. The hives are empty. Even so I step closer. 

Tell it to the bees. 

‘Larry is dead.’ I speak quietly, aware of how foolish I will look if Mary is close. ‘He died in prison two weeks ago.’ 

There is no response from the hive. 

‘I’m sorry for your loss.’ Feeling like an idiot, I’m about to turn away when I see that the upper part of one hive is loose, as though someone has lifted it and not replaced it properly. My love of order doesn’t like this, so I step closer and gingerly, because I’m still not a hundred per cent convinced this hive is empty, try to push it back into place. 

It won’t go. Either the wood has warped or something is in the way. I lift carefully, hold my breath and peer inside. The frames that held the honeycombs are gone, leaving a small, dusty empty space. 

Not quite empty. 

Empty but for something that is impossible. 

I am looking down at what people round here call a ‘clay picture’, not really a picture at all but a three-dimensional effigy. Around eight inches high and fashioned from clay, it is meant to be female: the hair, breasts, belly and wide hips tell me that. The figure’s legs are bent at the knee, and her feet have been trussed, or hog-tied, to her hands behind her back. Worse than that, there are sharp pieces of wood, and I know that it’s blackthorn, because it’s always blackthorn, impaling each of her eyes and ears, her mouth, head, chest and genitals. 

The sounds of the summer day have faded. All I can hear is the steady thudding of my own heartbeat. 

This is impossible. The property was searched from front to back, attic to cellar, hedge to garden wall. This cannot have been here since Larry’s arrest. 

And yet who could have put it here since? 

Tell it to the bees.

My hand is throbbing horribly now. It always does when I’m stressed, but never this bad. I reach out and touch the effigy with just the tip of one finger, tilting it. Some of it crumbles away and I feel physically sick, but I manage to move it enough to see. I’ve already seen the long, curly hair. I suspected, the second I saw it. Now I know for sure. 

Each of Larry’s victims was found with one of these effigies. The hog-tying of hands and feet represents the inability to move. They could not move in the caskets. Blackthorn pierced their eyes, ears and mouth because underground they were deaf, dumb and blind. The wounding of the head, chest and genitalia symbolised the draining of life that was inevitable once they were interred. 

At least, that’s what we assumed. Larry never told his interrogating officers  why the clay pictures were important. He might have told me, but I never asked. 

I should have asked. I should have asked while I had the chance. 

This new effigy has enough detail, especially on the trussed hands, for me to hear its message loud and clear. The right hand has five fingers splayed, the way our hands instinctively spread when we are in pain. The left lies limp, four digits in a soft curl. Only four. The third finger, the finger that would hold a wedding band, is missing. 

My own left hand is in agony now. I bring both hands up to my mouth to numb the pain and the third finger of my right hand slips easily into the gap on the left. I wear my wedding band on a chain round my neck because the ring finger of my left hand was sliced off years ago. 

The clay effigy is me. 
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People trapped in coffins don’t survive for long. Opinions we sought varied, putting survival time anywhere from a few minutes to a couple of days, but on one point all the experts agreed: it depends on the size of the coffin and the person inside. We learned a great deal that summer about cubic litres of air, body volume and a human’s oxygen-consumption rate.

Patsy was small; her thin body wouldn’t have taken up too much space in the casket: there would have been room for oxygen, had she not been laid on top of a corpse. 

Patsy’s casket wasn’t sealed and had it been left above ground, she’d have had a chance. (Possibly a chance to die of thirst, but a chance all the same.) As it was, the earth piled on top of it formed as effective a seal as anyone could wish for. From the time she was buried, she had a few hours, we decided, eight at most. 

At some point, she would have had to make a choice between frantically tearing at her surroundings, trying to fight her way out, and lying still to conserve what oxygen she had, because someone had put her in here and eventually, surely for the love of God, someone would let her out.

How long can a young girl wait, patiently, for a prankster to come back and let her out of a buried coffin? An hour? Let’s say two. 

We know Patsy’s faith wavered because of the state in which we found her – and the casket. Skin had been torn from her hands, several of her fingernails had ripped away, and the satin lining was smeared with her blood. The lining was torn to shreds; she’d wrapped long swathes of it round her fists to protect them against the hard oak of the lid. Even so, several of her knuckles had broken. The casket was unblemished. 

When Patsy heard the children playing – faintly, as though through fog, because they were several feet above her and earth insulates against sound in the same way that water does – she would have thought her prayers had been answered and I think then that she would have really let rip with the shouting and the screaming and the pleading, to get her out, for God’s sake help her and get her out. 

We can time this with some accuracy. She’d been in the ground for four and a half hours when she was given the first real hope of rescue. 

She didn’t take into account the sheer terror of small children, hearing a voice screaming at them from a newly dug grave. 
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‘Mary!’ I stand at the back door of the house, yelling for her. ‘Mary, I need you back here now.’ I sound angry. I only wish I were. 

For several seconds nothing happens. I watch a bee bounce from one lavender stem to another, and then Mary appears from round the back of Larry’s workshop.

‘Where did this come from?’ I point to the clay figure, now lying face down on the worktop. ‘No, don’t touch it. Do you have a clear plastic bag? Or some cling film? It may need to be fingerprinted.’ 

I am making no sense. I take a deep breath and try again. ‘Mary, who comes to this house apart from you? Who have you seen hanging around in the garden?’ 

She doesn’t answer. 

‘It’s important.’ I’m close to losing my temper, but I’m not angry. ‘We can talk at the local police station, if you like.’ 

Instead of answering, Mary leans closer to look at the effigy and does something I’ve never seen before. She snarls. I can think of no better way to describe it. She curls back her lips and glares. 

‘Have you seen it before?’ 

She shakes her head. ‘Where did you find it?’ 

‘It’s me, isn’t it? It’s got a missing finger.’ I hold up my left hand, although Mary knows exactly what happened to me. Everyone in town knew about it. 

She digs into her pocket and pulls out a set of keys. As it clatters onto the worktop, more clay dust crumbles from the effigy and I have to stop myself yelling at her to be careful. 

‘Lock up after yourself,’ she tells me, as she steps towards the door. ‘Keep the keys. I won’t need them.’ 

She leaves me alone in a house I can’t wait to get out of, but somehow I can’t move. I’m standing in the kitchen, but in my head I’m looking down into an open drawer in an abandoned bedroom. My hairbrush. I left my hairbrush behind. 

I’m not angry. I’m scared. 

I wrap the clay picture in an old tea towel and lower it carefully into a supermarket carrier bag before locking the door. I have no idea where I’m going. All I can think is, They have my hair. 

They have my hair. 





 

8

I’m not thinking as I run down the Glassbrooks’ drive, nor am I looking where I’m going. I don’t see the tall male figure coming the other way until the two of us have collided. Before I can get a grip of myself, I yelp like a whipped dog. 

‘What the fuck?’ The boy who nearly knocked me off my feet catches hold of my upper arms and takes a half-step back to steady us both. ‘Mum, Mum, it’s me. No, no, Mum, look at me.’

I can’t breathe. 

‘Come on, look at me and count to ten. One, two . . .’

By the time he reaches ten, I am breathing again and have joined in, mouthing the numbers silently. We have done this before. 

‘I’m OK.’ I’m embarrassed and so I try to look stern instead. ‘And what have I told you about swearing?’ 

‘What happened?’ My teenage son, three inches taller than me and beautiful as a clear dawn after a long winter’s night, ignores the scolding. ‘I watched an old dear race down the drive a couple of minutes ago. Then you. What is this place?’ He drops my arms and takes a step towards the house.

‘Ben, don’t . . .’

His head turns back slowly. ‘Is this where they lived? You promised Dad you wouldn’t.’ 

‘You would have seen Mary. She looks after the place.’ My right hand is hurting too now and I glance down to see I’m gripping the house keys. I have no idea why Mary has given them to me. Or what I will do with them. 

Ben is staring up the Glassbrooks’ drive again. He has a teenage boy’s natural fascination with the macabre and would never have stayed in the car had I told him where I was really going. 

‘I can’t believe none of you knew,’ he says, almost to himself. ‘You lived in the same house all that time and you didn’t know.’ He glances back, but briefly. ‘Did he bring them here? The kids he took?’ 

‘We should go. Aren’t you hungry?’ 

We walk the last few paces down the drive towards the car. I open the car boot and tuck the effigy behind my overnight bag. 

‘What have you been up to?’ I ask. 

He sniffs. ‘Let down a few tyres. Nicked a pack of fags from that shop down there. Set fire to a garage. Oh, and I might have killed a dog with that thing in your glove compartment.’ 

‘What?’ I’m actually looking down the street for a dead dog – ‘Please tell me you haven’t touched that’ – before I see the look on his face. 

‘How did you even know it was there?’ I ask. 

‘I was looking for matches.’ He hands over the car keys, which I left in his safekeeping. ‘OK, I was looking for Polos. I found matches in the boot, though. They’d fallen out of your bag. You’ve brought some weird stuff, Mum.’ 

‘Get in,’ I tell him. ‘And stay out of the glove compartment. I can’t tell you how dangerous that thing is.’ 

We climb in and the first thing Ben does is open the glove compartment.

‘Don’t.’ I lean over and push it shut. 

‘What is it?’ 

‘It’s a CS gas canister. A Section 1 firearm. I shouldn’t even have it with me and if you’re found with it we’ll both be in big trouble.’ 

‘Is it lethal?’ 

‘No, but painful and incapacitating for several minutes. They’re designed to buy enough time to take down and handcuff a violent suspect.’ 

‘And you’ve got one? Who are you going to use it on? A tea lady who gives you a bit of lip?’ 

Ben understands perfectly that senior officers within months of retirement are rarely on the front line, but it doesn’t stop his sly digs. As we move away from the kerb, he looks longingly at the glove compartment. 

‘You know, we should just head home,’ I say. ‘After lunch.’

‘We just got here.’

‘We can be back by six. Seven at the latest.’ 

‘And what’s Dad going to do? Hitch a lift down the M6?’ 

We reach the bottom of the street. When I lived here before, the road was cobbled and we had to be careful how we drove over it. Slowly was the golden rule. It’s been Tarmacked over since. 

‘Mum, did you forget?’ 

‘Of course not. We’re picking him up at Terminal 2, after dinner, which means I have to stay sober for the evening.’ 

I’m not lying. Our family plans had gone out of my head for a second, that’s all. I sense Ben watching me. I don’t turn to face him, because that would acknowledge what he’s thinking. That he and his dad were right all along. I shouldn’t have come back. 

‘And here we are.’ I turn off the main road and into the car park behind the hotel where I’ve booked rooms for the next two nights. When I’ve switched off the engine and checked my text messages, I see my son is staring up in dismay at the huge, soot-blackened building, with its ornate stonework, its turrets and finials, and its dozens of grimy windows. 

‘There’s a Premier Inn a couple of miles back along the motorway.’ I put an apologetic hand on his shoulder. ‘We could stay there if you like. It won’t be full. Hotels here are never full.’ 

He slowly shakes his head. ‘If it’s good enough for the Addams Family.’ He lifts both our bags and we walk together towards the front door of the Black Dog. 

He lets me go ahead, as always his manners perfect in public, and as I step over the threshold into the dark hallway, I hear the low-pitched growling of a mean dog. At that moment, music starts to play somewhere in the hotel’s interior – Elvis Presley’s ‘Are You Lonesome Tonight?’ – and a man, tall and dark-haired, a little younger than me, appears from a back room and leans on the reception counter. 

‘WPC Lovelady,’ he smiles, but in my agitated state it looks more like a sneer. ‘Welcome back.’ 

I think I may be about to faint. This is Larry.
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I think Patsy would have screamed at the children for a long time after they fled the churchyard. I think hearing signs of life would have given her renewed hope. She’d heard them: they must have heard her too. They’d gone to tell their parents. They’d be back soon, with shovels. 

Any second now, she’d hear running footsteps, hear the sliding noise as metal cut through earth. She’d hear the soft thud as dirt went flying. She’d hear voices telling her to hold on, they were coming, they were going to get her out. They’d pull her into daylight, shielding her eyes from the bright sun and pouring orange squash down her throat to quench this dreadful thirst. 

She’d have willed herself to be calm, to save her oxygen, because now all she had to do was give them time. They were coming. 

No one was coming. 

The four children, from three families, told no one what they’d heard. They weren’t allowed to play in the churchyard, and they feared a walloping from their dads even more than they feared the monster below ground that they believed they’d unearthed. 
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‘Mum?’ Ben says. 

The man behind the reception desk holds a hand out to my son. ‘John Donnelly,’ he says. ‘I knew your mum years ago. She was quite the heroine round these parts.’ 

I am breathing again. This is not Larry. Not even much like Larry, now that my eyes are used to the dim interior. A similar height and build, the colouring is right, but his face is broader at the jaw; his nose is wider. This man is not nearly so handsome. This is John Donnelly, all grown up. 

We sign in and exchange a few pleasantries, he hands over keys, and Ben and I go upstairs. 

 

‘This is a voodoo doll,’ says Ben, when I emerge from the bathroom to find him sitting on my bed. He’s had the good sense not to remove it from the bag. ‘Shit, is it supposed to be you?’ 

‘I thought that,’ I say. ‘Which is why I was a bit spooked when you saw me. But how could it be? How would anyone know I was going to be there today? And will you please stop swearing?’ 

He lifts his eyes. ‘Maybe you weren’t supposed to find it.’ 

‘I’m so glad I brought you with me.’ 

Ben gives me his wide, close-lipped smile. At primary school, one of his friends called him Goofy because he has a lot of quite large white teeth and he’s been self-conscious about them ever since. It’s a shame, because when he forgets himself and grins, letting his joy shine out, his smile is dazzling. 

‘Dad phoned.’ He points to my mobile on the bed. 

‘Everything OK?’ 

‘He’s fine, but he may not make it back today.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘Thunderstorms at Charles de Gaulle. Lots of planes delayed. He may get back to London, but probably not Manchester.’ 

Nick was supposed to meet us here. We were going to spend the next day and night in Lancashire and drive home together. It was a chance to revisit roots, show my boys the place I earned my spurs. At least, that’s what we’d pretended. 

‘He wants you to call him,’ Ben says. ‘He thinks we should head home.’ 

I think we should head home. I’ve said so already. If Nick is no longer coming to meet us, there is no reason to stay. ‘What do you think?’ I ask. 

There is silence in the room for a few minutes. 

‘Why are we here?’ Ben asks. 

‘We discussed this. You’re still too young to be left on your own.’ 

He gives me that look of his. Absolutely nothing changes on his face. I swear not an eyelash twitches, and yet the expression becomes completely different. ‘Is it a discussion,’ he says, ‘if only one person is talking?’

‘Lots of us attend funerals of people we’ve put away,’ I say. ‘It’s a form of closure.’ I sit down beside him on the narrow bed. ‘Maybe because we spend all the time they’re in prison dreading the day they come out. When they die, that fear goes away. I was actually a bit surprised to see no one else from the old team in church.’ 

Ben lies back and puts his feet on my lap. ‘It was thirty years ago. They’ll be dead.’ 

‘You’re a real delight, you know that?’ 

For a few seconds he stares up at the ceiling and I enjoy the moment of having him close. Then his eyes drift over to the effigy, still on the bedside table, and he sits up again. ‘Mum, what happened to your finger?’ 

In an instant the mood has changed. 

‘You know what happened to it. I told you.’ 

‘No, I mean what happened to it after, you know? Did you keep it?’ 

I need a deep breath before I answer that one. I haven’t seen my long-lost finger since . . . I’m not even going to think about it. ‘No, I didn’t keep it,’ I say. ‘It went into evidence and then . . . I didn’t ask, but I suppose it would have gone to the hospital mortuary to be disposed of like other amputated limbs.’ 

‘So it couldn’t have fallen into the wrong hands?’ 

‘The wrong hands were cuffed, in the dock,’ I say. 

A silence that is the very opposite of comfortable falls between us. 

They have my hair. They have my hair. I have no idea what I was thinking as I ran from the Glassbrook house. There is no ‘they’. There are no ‘wrong hands’. Not any more. 

Ben jumps to his feet. ‘On a scale of one to ten, how pissed off with me are you right now?’ he says. 

I look him in the eye. ‘Had you not said “pissed off”, it would have been a six. It’s now rising seven.’ 

He lifts one perfectly shaped dark eyebrow. ‘So I’ve got a couple to play with?’ 

One thing I’ve learned about my son in fifteen years: when there’s something on his mind, he won’t let it go. 

‘What?’ I say. 

‘Are we here because of the letter?’ 

I stare back. ‘What letter?’ 

‘The one with the postmark “HMP Wormwood Scrubs”. The one that arrived two weeks ago, posted the day before he died.’ 

I say nothing. I have no idea what to say. And then I say the wrong thing. 

‘You’ve been reading my letters? Snooping in my bag?’ 

Ben’s face flushes crimson. ‘Hell no. You emptied your bag on the kitchen table last night. I saw the envelope when I got up for a drink. I haven’t read it.’ 

‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘Come on, let’s go and find some lunch and decide whether we’re staying or not. You can read it then. It won’t take long.’
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‘This used to be a Kenyon’s Bakery,’ I say, as Ben joins me, carrying a tray laden with packaged food and drinks containers the size of buckets. I haven’t been to the counter in McDonald’s since he was seven years old and able to count money. The menus and the various meal combinations are beyond my comprehension. 

‘The counter ran round those two walls,’ I continue. ‘The serving ladies wore brown overalls and white pinafores with little white caps, and they made small meat pies that were the most delicious things ever. There were tables at this side of the room, and they were always full.’ 

Ben isn’t listening. He has a McDonald’s ritual that involves arranging the various bags of food and sides, adding ketchup and salt and pepper in a pre-set order, putting napkins in the right places. I know I won’t get his attention back until it’s done. I find my own packet, always what I imagine is the least calorific item available, and start to eat. 

‘Come on, then,’ says Ben, after a few minutes. ‘Show me.’ 

I find the envelope and hand it across. Ben licks his fingers before pulling out the single sheet of pale blue paper. 

‘Is this it?’ he says. 

‘Told you it wouldn’t take long.’ 

‘Did he write it?’ 

‘Yup.’ 

His eyes dart up. ‘Sure?’ 

‘I got a couple of letters a year from him. I know his handwriting.’ 

‘You never told me.’ 

‘When was I supposed to tell you I was on the Christmas-card list of one of Britain’s most famous serial killers? When you were five? Your tenth birthday? When you became a teenager, maybe?’ 

He sits upright, a bit like a meerkat. ‘Christmas cards? Can we sell them?’ 

I lift my coffee and hold his stare through the steam. He looks back down at Larry’s last letter to me. 

‘What does it mean?’ he asks. 

‘I thought you might tell me.’ 

He ignores my sarcasm. ‘Were his others like this?’ 

‘No. His others were what you might expect. If he’d seen something about me in the news, he’d write and comment on it. Congratulate me if something had gone well, commiserate if it hadn’t. Mostly, though, he wrote about his family. What Sally and the girls were doing.’ 

‘He and his wife didn’t get divorced?’ 

‘You’d be surprised how many couples stay married in similar circumstances. Sonia Sutcliffe stayed married to Peter for thirteen years after he was sentenced.’ 

‘Did you go to see him?’ 

There is only one sensible answer to that question. Larry Glassbrook buried three kids alive, not to mention everything he tried to do to me. For better or worse, though, I never lie to my son. 

‘Many times,’ I say. ‘Larry sent me visiting orders once a year. I nearly always went. I’ve never really known why.’ 

Ben is still stuffing food into his mouth, talking between
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